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between the Freethinkers and their clerical
opponents were tolerated, insulting and mendacious
personalities too often passed as good substitutes
for argument on the orthodox side.

Just as the religious crisis was becoming acute,
Herbert Spencer began to publish in serial form
the first of those important works which won for
him during his life a more extended reputation than
any other philosopher in the world's history has
ever enjoyed. It was called First Principles, and
its object was to establish on grounds of experience
and of a priori reasoning combined the law of
evolution as the most comprehensive of scientific
generalisations. None knew better than Spencer
how radically inconsistent was that law with the
belief in a creating or interfering Providence ; and
indeed a prime object of all his speculations was to
show, so far as possible, that all phenomena are
produced by mechanical causation. This was also
what the founders of the National Reformer believed,
and, in their opinion, such a doctrine left no room
for anything that has ever been called a God or a
religion. Spencer did not agree with their nega-
tions. The antiquity and wide diffusion of religion
convinced him that there must be some truth mixed
up with its errors. On the other hand, even those
ultimate truths in which evolution itself is rooted
leave us, he thinks, confronted by the inexplicable
mystery of consciousness and existence itself, the
dim sense of a Power behind phenomena, im-
possible either to define or to refine away. To
recognise that this ever-present Power exists,
but can never be known, is the essence of